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a proposal to ban trade by Sweden 
and the US was defeated. The coral 
is harvested in the Mediterranean 
and elsewhere and turned into 
expensive jewellery in several 
Asian countries. The coral has no 
international protection, resulting 
in significant trade, according to 
the conservation group SeaWeb. 
Opposition to the coral trade ban 
was led by Japan, supported by 
coastal states, including Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Iceland, all of whom 
argued the corals are crucial to the 
survival of local communities and 
are not over-harvested.
But internet trade remained a main 
point of discussion at the meeting. 
A survey last year by the Campaign 
Against Cruelty to Animals targeted 
the internet trade in Ecuador, finding 
offers to sell live capuchin monkeys, 
lion cubs and ocelots.
“As the internet knows no borders, 
it causes new problems regarding 
the enforcement of the protection 
of endangered species,” the group 
said.
Willem Wijnstekers, secretary 
general of Cites said that the 
organisation was determined “that 
a new era of law enforcement is 
introduced. An era where those 
who rob countries and communities 
of their natural resources will 
face a determined and formidable 
opposition.” But the main focus and 
controversy of the meeting was the 
bluefin tuna and 12 other marine 
species.
Many thought the scientific case 
for a temporary ban on the fishing 
of bluefin tuna was compelling, 
with evidence that their population 
had now reduced to less than 
15 per cent of historic levels. Two 
bodies, the scientific committee 
of the Atlantic tuna commission 
(ICCAT) and a special panel of 
the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organisation, agreed 
that the bluefin stock qualified 
for a ban. The problem for the EU 
and the US was that they thought 
a strong scientific case would be 
sufficient to lead to a ban. They 
did not realise the strength of the 
alliance against them in Doha. 
Observers now note that, in Cites, 
building alliances amongst the 175 
member countries and buying votes 
has come to the fore and Japan’s 
determination to maintain the fishery 
won out. 
 “Schools powerless over killer drug”, 
said The Sun’s page 1 headline on 
18 March. “Horrified teachers are 
having to hand back deadly meow 
meow to pupils after confiscating 
it — because the drug is still legal,” 
said the accompanying report. 
“Worried school heads last night 
joined the families of teenage victims 
Nick Smith and Louis Wainwright in 
backing The Sun’s call to ban the 
drug, real name mephedrone. The 
demands came as the known UK 
death toll rose to five. Meanwhile, 
the Government was blasted as 
it emerged that a ban had been 
delayed for SIX MONTHS.”
Harriet Harman, the leader of the 
House of Commons, “yesterday 
snubbed calls for an immediate ban 
on killer legal drug meow meow,” 
the same newspaper reported 
the following day. “The Commons 
leader agreed it was ‘extremely 
dangerous’ — but sparked fury by 
insisting on waiting for an expert’s 
report before outlawing it.”
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks at 
the reaction to the death of two British
teenagers last month linked to the 
consumption of a legal drug labelled 
as plant food.
Worries over legal 
drugsRarely can there have been a 
more dramatic example of the 
media portraying a complex health 
issue in black-and-white terms 
and demanding action accordingly. 
The trigger was the deaths of two 
Scunthorpe teenagers after they 
had consumed mephedrone. The 
police stated that, pending post-
mortem and toxicology tests, it 
was not possible to establish the 
extent to which the ‘legal high’ 
drug was a factor responsible for 
the deaths. Nevertheless, experts 
and regulatory committees have 
become increasingly concerned 
about possible hazards of these 
substances, which are derived from 
cathinone. They induce effects similar 
to those of amphetamine but have 
been less thoroughly studied.
Rarely can there have been a 
more dramatic example of the 
media portraying a complex 
health issue in black-and-
white terms and demanding 
action accordingly.
Meanwhile, several newspapers 
reported that a post-mortem on 
a 46-year-old man, who died in 
February, had shown that mephedrone 
did cause his cardiac arrest. Worries: There are calls to make the drug mephedrone illegal in the UK. (Photo: Edd Westma-
cott/Alamy.)
Magazine
R299
Pelamis platurus is a yellow-bellied 
sea snake that lives in the tropical 
and subtropical parts of the Pacific 
and can grow up to around 80 
cm long. Somewhat larger is its 
namesake, the Pelamis wave energy 
converter, due to be released to the 
unruly waters of the North Sea within 
the next few years. At 150 metres in 
length and 3.5 metres in diameter, 
this artificial sea snake, developed by 
Edinburgh-based company Pelamis 
Wave Power, consists of cylindrical 
elements connected by hinged joints. 
Hydraulic elements driven by the 
relative movement of these segments 
as they ride the waves will power 
generators inside the machine.
The Pelamis machine is one 
of several designs featured in 
a £4 billion plan to establish 
commercial marine energy devices 
off the coasts of Scotland within the 
next five to ten years. In March, the 
crown estate, which owns the seabed 
around the UK coasts, and the 
Scottish government named ten sites 
for wave and tidal power generation 
measures with a total of 1.2 GW of 
renewable energy, corresponding 
to the output of a typical nuclear 
power station. 
Time will tell which of the 
technologies that now get the 
opportunity to prove them-
selves will continue to rule 
the waves and contribute 
renewable energy towards the 
famous 2020 targets.
Pelamis Wave Power (PWP) will 
build swarms of sea snakes for three 
sites each due to reach 50 MW 
capacity. One will be developed by 
E.ON UK, one by Scottish Power 
Renewables — both located off the 
west coast of the Orkney islands — 
and one by PWP themselves off the 
A new cluster of wave and tidal power 
devices off the coasts of Scotland 
is set to produce renewable energy 
by 2020 and help counter climate 
change. Michael Gross reports.
Wave power set  
to rollThe Times (18 March) said that this 
revelation placed further pressure 
on the government. While official 
advisers were about to recommend 
proscription, “the drug will not be 
formally banned until at least the 
summer as further consultation is 
needed on whether it should be a 
Class A, B or C drug.” 
The tone of many radio and 
television bulletins was that it was 
perfectly obvious that mephedrone had 
killed the two boys in Scunthorpe, and 
that the need to make its use illegal 
was equally self-evident. Chat shows 
and phone-ins added other ingredients, 
ranging from perplexity to outrage.
The Guardian (18 March) took 
particular care to put calls for 
immediate action into a wider 
perspective, reinforced by a 
thoughtful article by David Nutt, 
sacked last October as chairman 
of the UK’s Advisory Council on the 
Misuse of Drugs (Curr. Biol. (2009) 19, 
R1011). “I support the government’s 
position that to rush into controlling 
mephedrone is premature, as previous 
claims of fatalities from this drug 
have turned out to be false alarms,” 
he wrote. “To make it illegal without 
proper evidence would be wrong and 
might have unwanted consequences, 
such as a switch to more dangerous 
drugs or alcohol.” The European 
Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug 
Addiction was assessing the situation 
and would report in July.
Experts and regulatory 
 committees have become 
increasingly concerned about 
possible hazards of these 
substances, which are derived 
from cathinone. They induce 
effects similar to those of 
 amphetamine but have been 
less thoroughly studied.
As an alternative to outright 
proscription, Nutt discussed the 
possible introduction of a new Class 
D, as used in New Zealand. Sales of 
substances in this category are limited 
to the over-18s, the product is quality-
controlled so that users know what 
they are getting, and it comes with 
health education messages. “Another 
approach that should seriously be considered is to make available testing 
facilities,” Nutt wrote, “so that people 
can check what they have brought and 
so ensure as far as possible that they 
use appropriate doses and apply the 
best safety approaches.”
“Attempting to scare teenagers 
about the dangers of drugs is 
pointless: their brains are wired 
up to take risks”
The most robust assertion that 
meow meow should be legal was in 
an opinion piece by Antonia Senior 
in The Times (19 March). Below an 
introduction saying that “attempting 
to scare teenagers about the dangers 
of drugs is pointless: their brains are 
wired up to take risks”, Senior argued 
against what she called a knee-jerk 
political reaction to the two deaths 
in Scunthorpe. 
“It is an absurdity to have one 
legal, dangerous drug when all others 
are prohibited. Except alcohol. Oh, 
and tobacco. And methadone, of 
course, but that’s different, apparently, 
because the State’s the dealer,” Senior 
wrote. “So ban mephedrone, and then 
the kids who want to get high will be 
forced back to their usual haunts, 
of back streets and alleyways. Their 
dealers will be delighted to welcome 
them back into the fold and be given 
a chance to practise what a legitimate 
business would call ‘cross-selling’. 
How about some crack with your 
miaow miaow, little girl?”
The Observer (21 March) 
summarised the debate most 
effectively by providing four 
contrasting perspectives. A dealer 
announced that his sales had doubled 
following publicity over the Scunthorpe 
deaths, but accepted that mephedrone 
will be banned. A user was horrified 
by the effect it had had on him and his 
friends. A parent said she accepted 
David Nutt’s arguments intellectually 
but rejected his Class D suggestion 
“on a more visceral, instinctive level”. 
And a medical consultant on addiction 
argued that ‘legal highs’ were “an 
easy target for moral outrage”, while 
calling for a much wider debate about 
“Britain’s prodigious demand for 
drugs, legal and illegal”.
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